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THE HONORABLE NORMA L. SHAPIRO

Judge Norma Shapiro was an exceptional jurist with a career that included many
firsts. The only woman in her class, Judge Shapiro earned her law degree at the University
of Pennsylvania Law School, magna cum laude, Order of the Coif, and was an editor of the
Law Review. She was the first woman to clerk for the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania and
to become a partner at the Dechert law firm in Philadelphia.

On August 11, 1978, Judge Shapiro was appointed to the United States District Court
for the Eastern District of Pennsylvania. She was proud of the fact that she was the first
woman named to the court, but as subsequent vacancies were filled by men, she was
understandably disappointed that other women had not been chosen to join her. She
greeted her new male colleagues warmly, but one time, thinking of Judge Robert Kelly and
Judge James McGirr Kelly, she remarked that there were more Kellys on the court than
there were women.

Judge Shapiro presided over two well-known cases that required substantial
involvement in monitoring the progress of consent decrees.

One was a prison overcrowding case, Harris v. City of Philadelphia. Judge Shapiro set
a cap on the number of prisoners that could be housed in the city’s prison system, and
when that limit was reached, prisoners with nonviolent charges were released. During the
litigation, she oversaw the construction of a new city prison, and would visit, usually
unannounced, to listen to the concerns of staff and inmates and monitor the progress of
construction.

In the other, Valez v. Cisneros, Judge Shapiro successfully instituted a process for
arbitrating disputes between tenants and the Chester Housing Authority and she carefully
monitored the physical renovation of the housing authority’s facility required by her
decree. As a byproduct of her on-site visits in both cases, she accumulated a collection of
“hard hats.”
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Without doubt, Judge Shapiro’s enthusiasm for public service was boundless. She
served as president of the Jewish Publication Society and the Lower Merion Board of
School Directors, as a trustee of the Albert Einstein Medical Center, vice president of the
Jewish Community Relations Council of Greater Philadelphia, and a director of the
Federation of Jewish Agencies.

Judge Shapiro’s professional associations were many. As a member of the American
Bar Association Judge Shapiro chaired the Standing Committee on Federal Judicial
Improvements, the Judicial Division, the National Conference of Federal Trial Judges, and
was a judicial delegate to the Board of Governors. She chaired the Board of Governors of
the Philadelphia Bar Association, and it's Committee on Women'’s Rights.

Judge Shapiro achieved another first when she was honored as recipient of the
Philadelphia Bar Association’s first Sandra Day O’Connor Award. Other honors included:
the ABA’s Margaret Brent Award and its Presidential Citation, the Pennsylvania Bar
Association’s Anne Alpern Award, and the National Association of Women Judges Honoree
of the Year Award.

She is fondly remembered by her colleagues for hosting judicial birthday lunches.
The birthday judge was presented with his or her favorite cake and serenaded by the other
judges with a personal song composed by Judge Shapiro. For several years, there would
also be a token gift - a toy, a keepsake, something by which to remember the day. Although
these mementos were greatly appreciated, the judges implored her to end this practice
because we felt unable to reciprocate with equally thoughtful gifts for her.

Appreciation was shown - or at least attempted - at the summer party given for the
court by Judge and Mrs. Raymond Broderick at their home in Ocean City. After lunch, all
would gather in the living room. Judge John Fullam in his fine tenor voice would serenade
Judge Shapiro with a song he had prepared for her and the chief judge would then hand her
a suitable present.



THE HONORABLE NORMA L. SHAPIRO

These celebrations were enjoyed by all and surely promoted the collegiality for
which this court has been well-known.

Judge Shapiro was intensely loyal to her friends, staff and law clerks, but all were
second to her commitment to her family. Judge Shapiro was devoted to her husband, Dr.
Bernard Shapiro, who predeceased her, and her surviving sons, Finley, Neil, and Aaron, and
seven grandchildren.

- Honorable ]. William Ditter, Jr.
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The Judges of the Eastern District welcome personal tributes
in honor of Judge Shapiro for inclusion in a compendium
that will be posted on the Court’s website for all to view.

Please have all submissions made to
the Clerk of Court, Kate Barkman
c/o Sue Renz at susan_renz@paed.uscourts.gov
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